THE  SIXGIXG-BIEDS.                       163
interrupted Pantagruel, 'is a custom entirely contrary to
the institutions formerly observed in the reception of the
Vestal Virgins ; by which, as is attested by Labeo Antistius,
it was forbidden to elect to this dignity any maiden who had
any defect in her soul, any diminution in her senses, any blot
or blemish, however secret or slight, in her body.' e I won
der/ said zEdituus, in continuation,l whether the mothers over
there really bear their children for the customary time, seeing
that they cannot endure them at home for nine years, gener-
ally not for seven, before they put on them a shirt over their
frock, cut off some of their hair from their heads, with certain
magic and expiatory words, and turn them into birds such
as you see them here. This is doubtless the reason why the
females, dergesses, nwnagesses and abbegesses, instead of singing
fine and pleasant songs, such as used to be sung to Osiris, lift
up dismal and angry chants as they did to the demon Ari-
manian, and continually curse parents and friends who trans-
formed them into birds.' "
While they are conversing they observe a number of
birds of a very different plumage. Their feathers were
as changeable as the skin of the chameleon, but all of
them iiad under the left wing a mark like a vertical line
falling in a horizontal line (that is, a cross), "but the
mark was in different colours. These are gourmandeurs
(a very bad pun on commandenrs\ and though they
cannot sing, they can devour. These are the knightly
orders.
When they have seen all that -cEdituus has to show,
he invites them to a four days' feast. Friar John asks
whence comes the plenty and overflowing of all good
things in this island, where no one sets his hand to the
plough or tills the land, or does anything *? " It comes,"
replies ^Edituus, " from all the other world, except some
part of the northern regions, which will, ere long, have